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The recognition of Indigenous knowledge in western academic institutions challenges colonial 
discourses which have informed and shaped knowledge about Indigenous peoples, cultures and 
histories.  Deeper analysis is required of the ways in which Indigenous knowledge and perspectives 
are perceived, and the processes through which university curricula can accommodate Indigenous 
knowledge in teaching and learning.   
 
To achieve this deeper analysis, and to invigorate the continuing decolonisation of Australian 
university curricula, this paper critically interrogates the methodology and conceptualisation of 
Indigenous knowledge in embedding Indigenous perspectives (EIP) projects in the university 
curriculum by drawing from tenets of critical race theory and the cultural interface (Nakata, 2007).  
 
Accordingly, we conduct this analysis from the standpoint that Indigenous knowledge in university 
curricula should not subscribe to the luxury of independence of scholarship from politics and 
activism.  The learning objective is to create a space to legitimise politics in the intellectual / 
academic realm (Dei, 2008, p. 10).  We conclude by arguing that critical race theory’s emancipatory, 
future and action-oriented goals for curricula (Dei, 2008) would enhance effective and sustainable 
embedding initiatives, and ultimately, preventing such initiatives from returning to the status quo 





We’d like to begin by acknowledging the traditional owners of Brisbane, the Turrbal and Jagera 
peoples, upon whose land this knowledge has developed, discussed and communally negotiated. We’d 
like to also acknowledge the contributions of our colleagues at the Oodgeroo Unit whose 
collaborations in decolonising curricula and embedding Indigenous perspectives have been extensive 
and ongoing – colleagues such as Victor Hart, Jean Phillips, Mayrah Dreise, danielle davis, Jo 
Lampert and many others (see for example, Phillips, Hart & Winslett 2003; Hart, 2003; Lampert 
2003; Dreise 2007; Phillips, 2005 and Phillips, 2007). 
 
We both came to be working in our University’s Centre for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Students through different pathways, initially with similar social justice agendas.  However, we both 
have become advocates for Indigenous knowledge, decolonising methodologies, and research ethics 
and protocols that guide research and scholarship within academia with our own awareness that 
Indigenous Knowledge incorporates but transcends social justice ideas.  Our university is committed 
to Embedding Indigenous Knowledge and Perspectives into curricula through the QUT Statement of 
Reconciliation (www.reconciliation.qut.edu.au). Queensland University of Technology (QUT) 
recognises that Indigenous Australian people are the custodians of the land, in accordance with their 
laws and customs. It also recognises the importance of Indigenous cultures to Australia's heritage and 
the dynamic contribution made by Indigenous Australian people to the community and to the 
University.  The responsibilities which come with this recognition include sustainable approaches to 
be embedded within teaching and learning, research, community service, employment and 
organisational culture and environment. This reconciliation statement has provided a necessary 
platform from which teaching and learning and research activities in Indigenous education at QUT 
should be conceptualised and engaged (QUT, 2001). 
 
After a number of years of supporting various decolonising and embedding projects around the 
university, in earnest between 2000 and 2005 due to a number of large teaching and learning grants, 
we have had the opportunity to reflect upon the successes and not-so-successful endeavours around 
the university. We don’t intend to describe those projects again in detail here, having done so 
elsewhere (see McLaughlin & Whatman, 2008).  The purpose of this paper is to critically interrogate 
the conceptualisation of Indigenous knowledge and methodology of those projects, using critical race 
theory and emerging understandings of Indigenous knowledge,   to consider the factors and conditions 
which have made those endeavours successful or otherwise.   We contend that critical race theory’s 
emancipatory, future and action-oriented goals for curricula (Dei, 2008) would enhance effective and 
sustainable embedding initiatives, and ultimately, preventing such initiatives from returning to the 
status quo (McLaughlin & Whatman, 2008).   
 
Our interest in this conference theme, ‘Bordering, Re-bordering and New Possibilities in Education 
and Society’ is based on our analysis of the efforts by the Australian government’s policies and 
programs for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education. We content that re-imagining 
curriculum through a decolonising process may empower educators and learners to recognise the 
western hegemonic forms of knowledge dominant the Australian university curriculum.  To do justice 
in addressing the ‘disadvantaged position’ of Indigenous Australians in all social indicators, the 
recognition of Indigenous knowledge and perspectives at various level of the education system is 
crucial.  We argue universities then become key places for progressing from such colonial forms of 
education, if the Australian society envisages addressing real issues underpinning Indigenous 
disadvantage (see Dei, 2008) through new initiatives as ‘Closing the  Gap Campaigns’ or  Widening 
Participation Initiative (Bradley, 2008) . 
 
 
Indigenous Knowledge, Indigenous Perspectives: Decolonising university curricula 
 
The history of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander participation in Australian higher education is 
connected to various Australian governments’ policies for Indigenous peoples (Bin Salik, 2003), and 
the colonial experiences of settlement on the Australian landscape.  Consequently, Indigenous 
Australians participation in formal education was restricted and influenced by colonial authorities’ 
philosophical stance on whether Aboriginal people could be educated (bin Salik, 2003, p. 21).  We 
argue that this redundant / racist argument subsequently dominated curricula and alien learning 
environments continue to influence participation in higher education for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander in contemporary times.  Colonial discourses continue to shape and inform initiatives for 
Indigenous education  constructed through principles of compensatory education. 
 
Indigenous education at all levels in Australia has been a subject of countless inquiries and has 
inspired useful debates between and amongst Indigenous and non-Indigenous educators (Hart, 2003; 
Lampert, 2005; Herbert, 2005; Nakata, 2007 & 2008).  With contemporary national approaches to 
Indigenous education still being couched in ‘deficit’ terminology, such as the Federal Government’s  
‘Closing the gap’ (DEEWR, 2009) policy for Indigenous education, the roles of universities as 
catalysts for decolonising curricula by centring Indigenous knowledge remains imperative.  
Decolonising Indigenous knowledge and learning in western institutions of higher education occurs in 
tension with traditional western constructions of Indigenous epistemologies and cultures (Smith, 
1999; Battiste, 2000; Battiste & Youngblood-Henderson, 2000; Ka’ai, 2005; Thaman, 2005) but this 
should not deter university educators. Rather, operating under this tension should be regarded as a 
necessary, uncomfortable, power-shifting, transformational personal and professional practice 
(Phillips, 2005; Dreise, 2006). 
 
Nakata (2007) noted that within the broader discipline of Indigenous studies, rigorous debates about 
what counts as Indigenous knowledge, Indigenous perspectives or Indigenous studies are occurring 
around the world (see for example Agrawal 1995, 1996; and Smith 1999, 2005). These kinds of 
debates need to happen on the ground, within institutions, and between all stakeholders in Indigenous 
knowledges, before any pathway to embedding can be realistically achieved. Nakata (2002, p. 285) 
described this meeting site as the ‘cultural interface’, which is:  
 
the intersection of the Western and Indigenous domains…the place where we live and learn, 
the place that conditions our lives, the place that shapes our futures and, more to the point, the 
place where we are active agents in our own lives – where we make our decisions  - our 
lifeworld.  
 
Smith (2005, p.86) noted that within the Western academy, Indigenous knowledge is conceptualised 
as “Other”, concurring with Frantz Fanon (1963) and Albert Memmi (1967). In being the “Other”, it 
constitutes Indigenous identities as ‘colonised’ as much as it silently constitutes ‘Westerners’ as ‘the 
colonisers’. However, as Indigenous peoples existed long before the ‘gaze’ of the coloniser, 
Indigenous identity, and thus knowledge, exists outside of, as well as within, the coloniser/colonised 
cultural interface. 
 
In more recent times, the struggle of reclaiming ownership of Indigenous knowledge has picked 
momentum across the global Indigenous world, by such prominent scholars such as Linda Tuhiwai 
Smith and Tania Ka’ia (New Zealand), Marie Battiste (Canada), Martin Nakata, Lester Rigney, 
Aileen Moreton-Robinson, Karen Martin, Terri Janke and Marcia Langton (Australia), and Gregory 
Cajete and Manulani Meyer (United States of America).  This struggle reflects on long running 
theoretical contestation by Indigenous scholars and activists in the project of decolonising knowledge 
and systems of knowing;  scholars and activists who consistently contested colonial forms of 
knowledge about Indigenous peoples and whose work made recent progress possible (Hart, 2003).  
We argue that this decolonising project is both political and deeply personal, as those who take up the 
challenge live these contestations within the epistemological and cultural interface (Nakata, 2002) and 
a never ending platform of political struggle (Dei, 2008).   
 
Decolonising knowledge in universities therefore involves a deep sense of recognition of and 
challenge to colonial forms of knowledge, pedagogical strategies and research methodologies.  Hart 
and Whatman (1998, p.1) reminded us that: 
 
it is important that teachers, students and researchers within Indigenous studies remind 
themselves that much of the literature on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders can be 
ideologically traced back to the emergence of ‘knowledge’ about native peoples in the context 
of European imperialism and expansion from the fifteenth century. Care must therefore be 
taken in not conveying ‘scientific’ rational knowledge as perhaps the hidden agenda or notion 
of assumptions of European ‘superiority’ and non-European inferiority. 
 
Embedding Indigenous perspectives in a variety of disciplines in one university location cannot ignore 
these struggles that exist within Australian universities attempting to decolonise knowledge.  As 
Agrawal (1995) asserts a commitment to decolonising processes evolved as a way of redressing 
colonial processes of knowledge generation and its implications of imperialism and knowledge/power 
relations.  Decolonising curriculum at the universities requires recognition of colonial hegemony and 
forms of domination within academic institutions (Ka’ia, 2005). 
 
Nakata (2004) argues that what is required is recognition of the complexities and tensions at the cross-
cultural interface and the need for negotiation between Indigenous knowledge, standpoints or 
perspectives and western disciplinary knowledge systems so that meanings are reframed or 
reinterpreted (p.14). Agrawal (1995) argues for the recognition of political truism, which is obscured 
by the dichotomy between Indigenous and western knowledges.   Thus, attending to these cross-
cultural negotiations, and the pedagogical practices they imply, are profoundly challenging for both 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous educators (Williamson and Dalal, 2007).  This statement serves as an 
accurate synthesis of the collective experiences of embedding Indigenous perspectives into the 
curriculum at our university. 
 
For example, the experiences of the embedding Indigenous perspectives at our university reflect the 
way political agendas can impact on Indigenous affairs in an Australian context.  While our 
university’s commitment to reconciliation continues be fulfilled, the experiences of EIP strongly 
suggest that universities can make a major contribution to the spirit of Reconciliation between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples, and enhance race relations in Australia.  However, the 
success of these projects depends entirely on the recognition of Indigenous knowledge in disciplines 
and the preparedness of non-Indigenous academics to investigate their own subjectivities, their own 
cultural positioning  in order to fully engage with embedding Indigenous perspectives into the content, 
teaching methodologies and assessments (Nakata, 2002). As concluded, ‘such approaches recognise 
various levels of engagement beyond the “intellectual”; they insist on a consistent unsettling of 
Western authority; they acknowledge Indigenous positions and positioning; and require critical self 
reflections’ (Williamson & Dalal, 2007, p.51). 
 
We acknowledge that numerous practical approaches have been employed to incorporate Indigenous 
knowledge, perspectives and experiences in the university curricula (see for example, McLaughlin 
and Whatman, 2008; Howlett, Seini, Mathews, Dillion & Vivian, 2008). We are aware and cautious 
of the fact that simplistic interpretations, appropriation and tokenistic approaches can undermine a 
sophisticated  project, one that recognises and values Indigenous knowledge through a decolonising 
framework and Indigenous standpoint (Nakata, 2007), an approach that reverts the gaze back onto 
colonial institutions and systems of knowing.  As Dumbrill and Green (2008) poignantly argued, to 
include other knowledge systems in the academy, serious and courageous conversations have to 
occur. Such conversations need to: 
 
…address the responsibility of White people to restore that which has been taken away by 
their colonising processes.  Here the academy must learn ways to include and explore Other 
knowledges in a respectful and honourable manner.  This stage requires moving beyond a 
critique of Eurocentricsm and addressing restoration.  Moving beyond critique is crucial 
because simply critiquing European dominance is by its nature another exercise in 
Eurocentricsm.  Furthermore, failure to move beyond critique simply induces guilt in the 
dominant and hopelessness in the oppressed (Dumbrill & Green, 2008, p. 499). 
 
 
We concur that decolonising curricula is indeed political and deeply personally, and those of us who 
take up such challenge live these contestations within the epistemological and cultural spaces (Nakata, 
2002).  Our experiences with decolonising university curriculum and learning within western 
institutions through embedding Indigenous perspective projects has enabled us to witness a project 
that can be at best involve policies and practices that can be ambivalent yet, pragmatically motivated. 
The processes of embedding Indigenous knowledge and perspectives induce a sense of guilt and 
resistance from both the academy and university students who endeavour to engage in Indigenous 
Studies.  Without institutional commitment to Reconciliation between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
Australians, decolonising curricula demands a necessary but uncomfortable, transformational personal 
and professional practice. 
 
 
Critical race theory for decolonising curriculum  
 
The experiences of the four EIP projects at our university have challenged us to look beyond the 
traditional theoretical understandings and methodological approaches to Indigenous Studies, such as 
those regularly found in the Humanities.  The uniqueness of Aboriginal histories and existence 
necessitates a conceptual and practical distinction of issues affecting Aboriginal communities and 
those of other racialised communities.  As Dei (2008) poignantly asserts, the epistemological and 
pedagogical understanding of oppression point to powerful connections of racisms and Aboriginal 
colonisation, as well as imperial and cultural genocide (p. 9).   
 
Decolonising curricula and centring Indigenous knowledge in university teaching and learning 
activities draws us to philosophical understandings of coloniser – colonised relationships.  In his study 
of Frantz Fanon’s contribution to the philosophical study of race and racism, Lewis Gordon elegantly 
draws out three fundamental assumptions of Western philosophical attitudes toward studies of race 
and racism.  These assumptions include racism as irrational, that modern Western human sciences can 
present a rigorous portrait of racism, and that racism is a conflict between the self and the other 
(Gordon, 1997, p. 36).  Such understandings are crucial for academic institutions endeavouring in 
addressing disempowerment through colonisation processes. 
 
Critical race theory offers a revolutionary movement and places race at the centre of critical analysis 
(Roithmayr, 1999).  Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) are acknowledged as early pioneers of critical 
race theory in Education, moving the early civil rights work in Law of Derek Bell and Alan Freeman 
into legal studies and education more broadly.  Given the history and contemporary context of 
Australian Indigenous Studies and education, CRT is highly applicable, particularly with its 
commitment to transform social structures and to advance the political commitment of racial 
emancipation (Rothmayer, 1999, p. 1).   
 
CRT is not simply a product of the civil rights movement and thinking, but of critical thinking.  
According to Ladson-Billings (1998) and Milner (2007), there are a number of standpoints from 
which CRT is asserted including: 
 
 The ingrained nature of race and racism are so endemic, pervasive, widespread and ingrained 
in society and thus in education, in the fabric of society that it becomes normalised (Ladson-
Billings, 1998).  This normalisation extends to the curriculum. 
 
 Importance of Narrative and counter-narrative – naming of one’s reality or voice is 
entrenched in the work of critical theorists. Works to challenge the dominant ideology.  
Emphasis and value are placed on the multiple and varied voices and vantage points of people 
of colour. 
 
 Understanding Interest convergence – that people in power are often, in discourse, supportive 
of research, policies and practices that do not oppress or discriminate against others as long as 
they – those in power – do not have to alter their own systems of privilege; they may not want 
to give up their own interests to fight against racism, confront injustice, or shed light on 
hegemony.  Therefore, power and interest are connected (Milner, 2007, p. 391). 
 
We argue that these tenets of critical race theory echo Nakata’s (2002, 2007) position on what needs 
to occur between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples within the cultural interface. Therefore, an 
honest and forthright acknowledgement of these underpinning power and control relations is essential 
for sustainable action in embedding Indigenous perspectives in curricula. 
 
The premise of the argument about “colour blindness/culture blindness” is that dangers seen, unseen, 
and unforeseen can emerge for researchers (we argue – as well as educators) when they do not pay 
careful attention to their own and other’s racialised and cultural systems of coming to know, knowing 
and experiencing the world. As Gordon (1997) points out, racism is a conflict between the self and 
other, thus, those who work in such interfaces need to engage in interrogating individual and 
collective standpoints.  Milner (2007) proposes a nonlinear framework that focuses on several 
interrelated qualities: researching the self, researching the self in relation to others, engaged reflection 
and representation, and shifting from the self to system. Milner circumvents pointless debate about 
“who” has the “right” to work and research with peoples of different cultural backgrounds: 
 
It seems that researchers instead should be actively engaged, thoughtful, and forthright 
regarding tensions that can surface when conducting research where issues of race and culture 
are concerned.  Moreover, it is important that researchers possess or are pursuing deeper 
racial and cultural knowledge about themselves and the community or people under study 
(Milner, 2007, p.388). 
 
Indeed, critical race theory offers possibilities of engagement through critical self reflections in a 
process that is progressive toward anti-colonial education.  It is imperative that embedding Indigenous 
perspectives in the university curricula need to be framed through recognition of Indigenous 
knowledge, and broader anti – colonial struggles and aspirations. This approach reverts the gaze (or 
point of analysis) not at the ‘Other’, but on the self as a reference point for research, teaching and 
learning (see Dumbrill & Green, 2008; Gordon, 1997; Milner, 2007). 
 
Accordingly, Dei (2008, p. 10) proposes a number of principles as a way of offering conceptual and 
analytical clarity of this Indigenous discursive / anti-colonial framework.  He argues that land, history, 
culture and spiritual identity have powerful explanatory powers in contemporary communities and 
socio-political encounters and are sites and sources of asymmetrical power relations that are 
structured along lines of difference (2007, p.10).  
 
Dei (2008, p.10) asserts that an Indigenous discursive / anti-colonial framework critiques 
independence of ‘scholarship’, ‘politics’ and ‘activism’.  Within the cultural interface, ones 
scholarship cannot be disconnected from ones identity. Indigenous knowledge and perspectives in 
academia means expressing knowledge aspirations and demands that others will perceive as ‘radical’, 
‘political’, or ‘aggressive’, without acknowledging that White knowledge aspirations and systems are 
already political and aggressive. The identity of non-Indigenous people in white knowledge systems is 
just as important as the identity of Indigenous people in embedding Indigenous knowledge in 
university curricula but the system attempts to create an artificial separation of identity from 
scholarship. Thus a decolonising approach recognises the active obscuring of White identity and 
cultures from white systems of knowledge reproduction at the same time as it attempts to 
acknowledge the imperativeness of Indigenous identity and cultures in embedding Indigenous 
knowledge into those same systems. A decolonising approach recognises how ‘messy’ and ‘strained’ 
this work can become but is committed to work through it. 
 
We argue that currently, Indigenous knowledge in academia may be indeed be regarded as invisible, 
as these types of institutions can only recognise and acknowledge what they know (Hart, 2003).  The 
power of Western knowledge rests on its ‘epistemological racism’ – built on the assumptions of 
superiority of Western civilisation.  Indigenous knowledge resists the dominance of Westernity and its 
power to subsume all forms of thought, with notions like ‘reason, progress, rationality, and the 
‘Enlightened discourse’. Indigenous discursive framework critiques the independence of 
‘scholarship’, ‘politics’ and ‘activism’’.   It does not subscribe to the luxury of the independence of 
scholarship from politics and activism (Dei, 2008). 
 
Analytical approaches such as critical race theory have been suggested as offering an appropriate 
framework for understanding the project of embedding Indigenous perspectives and knowledge in 
education (see Hart, 2003; Watson, 2005).  Critical race theory may also appropriately inform what 
Indigenous scholars (Hart, 2003; Nakata, 2004) recommend as crucial to Indigenous studies.  The 
experiences of an EIP project enabled non-Indigenous academics to recognise the colonial and 
hegemonic power structures and relationships which inform and structure Indigenous knowledge in 
university curricula.   These include: 
 
 the need to problematise the endeavour of embedding Indigenous perspectives; 
 the requirement that students deconstruct their own cultural situatedness in order to appreciate 
the ways in which the “other” is framed; 
 the hegemonic and appropriating capacities of “Western” disciplines and the dissonance 
between Indigenous and “Western” ways of knowing; 
 the complexities of interactions at the cultural interface and the difficulties of achieving cross-
cultural understandings and acquiring cultural competencies; 
 the need to reorient curricula by engaging with alternative ways of knowing and alternative 
skill sets (Williamson and Dalal, 2007, p. 52). 
 
Indeed, Indigenous knowledge is part of the struggle of self-determination, political and intellectual 
sovereignty of Indigenous peoples.  Claiming Indigenous knowledge in the Western academy is an 
anti-colonial struggle for independence from exploitative relations of schooling and knowledge 
production.  For critical learning, the strength of Indigeneity lies in the synergies of culture, history 
and identity. It is the search for, and the creation of space to be recognised as an Indigenous identity 
that exists outside of the identity that is often constructed within Euro-American ideology / hegemony 
(Dei, 2008, p. 10).  
 
Ultimately, some key questions arise as academics commence a process of acknowledging a system of 
white privilege as they endeavour into embedding Indigenous perspectives into their curriculum and 
pedagogy.  What then and how do non-Indigenous scholars operate in this cultural interface?  How do 
we learn and acknowledge Indigenous perspectives?  How do we practice the difficult work of 
embedding Indigenous knowledge in our daily work as scholars and educational practitioners? What 
do we bring with us into this cultural interface on a daily basis in our commitment to Indigenous 
knowledge and racial emancipation? 
 
 
Issues and challenges for sustainability of EIP: an analysis from critical race theory  
 
A successful attempt at embedding Indigenous knowledges and perspectives in the university 
curriculum demands a thorough appreciation of the knowledge systems that underpins a 
comprehensive epistemology. Such a process involves a deep conceptualisation of individual and 
collective (personal and professional) standpoints which entails the recognition of the hegemonic 
knowledge systems dominant n Australian teaching and learning institutions. The potential role and 




Faculties’ conceptualisation of Indigenous knowledge, Indigenous perspectives and Indigenous 
Studies 
While institutional commitment to embedding Indigenous perspectives in the curriculum is laudable, 
the conceptualisation of the process invites some critical thinking. We have argued elsewhere that 
when these projects were initiated, none of them contained a literature base that defined and signified 
the importance of Indigenous perspectives / knowledge (see McLaughlin & Whatman, 2008).  The 
significance of this literature on Indigenous knowledge could have informed the epistemological and 
curriculum development models for EIP.  Further, a substantial literature review could have informed 
understanding of Indigenous knowledge and prepared non-Indigenous academics negotiate the 
knowledge interface with Indigenous academics at the university.  Similarly, the synthesis of the 
literature could have provided the theoretical / conceptual platform for realistic curriculum reform 
(see Lampert, 2007).  Notwithstanding, simply providing a substantial literature review without direct 
Indigenous input emphasises the old colonial discourses of representation of Indigenous knowledge.  
Consistent and respectful engagement of Indigenous scholars is necessary for realistic curriculum 
reform.  
 
Caution needs to be made.  Without a thorough understanding of the decolonising process including 
political struggles that underpinning EIP, a fundamental flaw highly possible, one which values 
Indigenous knowledge for its utilitarian purposes (Agrawal, 1995).  Attempts to categorise Indigenous 
knowledge into Western frameworks is not necessarily possible, but one that reinforces neo-colonial 
and hegemonic power relationships.  
 
The EIP project by the School of Humanities & Creative Industries Faculty (Williamson & Dalal, 
2007) circumvented its own potential ‘to move beyond the intellectual’ because of its narrow 
literature base in Indigenous knowledge, and therefore, resulted in an inability to critique the role in 
which established Western knowledge ‘about’ Indigenous peoples and cultures actively limited the 
inclusion of Indigenous knowledge and perspectives, not only ‘about’ Indigenous peoples but ‘about’ 
non-Indigenous peoples.  While the focus can be on students’ understanding and capacity to 
understand their own positioning and standpoints, conceptualising projects without IK obscures the 
roles and positions of curriculum stakeholders within the cultural interface and severely undermines 
the sustainability of curriculum reform in the absence of an ongoing Indigenous presence (knowledge 
and/or people) in the faculty. 
 
Engaging Indigenous perspective or Indigenous knowledge projects require acknowledging 
Indigenous scholars.  While all projects specifically engaged Indigenous representations in advisory 
roles, the second EIP project with the School of Justice approached its EIP endeavour through a 
faculty-wide staff development workshop into Whiteness, and facilitated by an Indigenous Whiteness 
expert (see Moreton-Robinson, 2005).  An unfortunate but predictable consequence of this starting 
point was a general resistance by mostly non-Indigenous staff to engage in EIP.  Hence, the project 
hired an Indigenous scholar at the associate lecturer’s level with full teaching load and responsibility 
for EIP across the entire faculty.  Watson (2005) noted this ironic paradox implied in this approach – 
that none of the non-Indigenous legal ‘experts’ within the academy had the expertise to successfully 
embed Indigenous perspectives in the curriculum, an Indigenous practitioner could only be appointed 
as a ‘junior academic’, over-burdened with a senior academic workload.  The lessons here for 
sustainable EIP relate to, once again, the need for a commitment to messy, uncomfortable, power-
shifting curricular work by those tenured within the cultural interface and outcomes tied to negotiated 
political action (Dei, 2008).      
 
Relentless Indigenous engagement and commitment to EIP has demonstrated to be the fundamental 
factor in making space for Indigenous knowledge and perspectives in the curriculum. The third EIP 
project methodology relevant to this analysis is the approach engaged by the Faculty of Education in 
its core unit for all graduates of their education program.  From the outset, an Indigenous academic 
was hired to coordinate the conceptualisation and implementation of its EIP initiative.  Since 2003, 
this compulsory subject continues to be offered.  Its sustainability has been attributed to ongoing staff 
development of the teaching staff (both Indigenous and non-Indigenous) at identified intervals 
throughout the semester.  The experiences of teaching this subject in Culture Studies: Indigenous 
Education reveals the impact Indigenous knowledge and perspectives in the way students practically 
resist subject content and its critical Indigenous studies perspectives.  Content which invites critical 
reflections and analysis of Australia’s collective history and race relations between Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous Australians invites much resistance from students.  Again, the engagement is 
uncomfortable, confronting, and power-shifting. The resilience through leadership of the Indigenous 
academic and the Indigenous and non-Indigenous teaching staff indeed demonstrates a decolonising 
stance that challenges colonial systems of knowing that continues to dominate Australian curriculum. 
 
Decolonising the institution: interest convergence?  
 
The university continues to honour its commitment to Reconciliation between Indigenous and non-
Indigenous Australians through its endeavour to embed Indigenous perspectives into the curriculum, 
and major research activities on Indigenous sectors and issues.  The EIP projects analysed in this 
paper were inspired by the Australian Teaching and Learning Grants and the nation-wide policy and 
initiatives as a by product of the Reconciliation Movement in 2000.  Professional outcomes through 
the achievement of graduate capabilities added to the urgency of university institutions embracing EIP 
projects. 
 
Institutional commitment to Reconciliation through EIP signifies a political statement as claiming 
Indigenous knowledge in the Western academy is an anti-colonial movement (Dei, 2008).  The 
experiences of the EIP projects demonstrate institutional powers that reside within the university as its 
basis to commitment to its responsibilities in addressing Indigenous social disadvantage in Australia.  
However, while entrenched in its western-oriented knowledge systems and structure, the decolonising 
attempt is a complicated project. This is compounded by the irrational assumptions as alluded to by 
Gordon (1997), often based on scientific constructions of the ‘other’ cultures and knowledge systems.  
Such normalised knowledge systems (see Milner, 2007) which has persisted in through a rigorous 
portrait of scientific racism (Gordon, 1997) need to be disrupted and re-interpreted.   
 
Regardless of the enticement the institution may offer to non-Indigenous academics to engage in 
embedding Indigenous perspectives in the curriculum, the responsibility lies with non-Indigenous 
intellectual to recognise the ‘interest convergence’ (Milner, 2007) present with their practice.  Within 
this context, non-Indigenous intellectuals are challenged to recognise their own systems of privilege 
and engage in ways which can empower students’ learning through Indigenous knowledge 
frameworks in the cultural interface that can illuminate the hegemonic power relationships within 
Australian society. 
 
Shifting the gaze on the system of privilege, the ‘taken for granted’ ways of knowing (see Phillips, 
2005) is problematic, power-shifting and as poignantly asserted ‘induces guilt in the dominant and 
hopelessness in the oppressed’ (Dumbrill & Green, 2008, p. 499).  Students’ and staff resistance 
toward Indigenous knowledge and perspectives in the curriculum illustrates the complexities of 
decolonising projects through critical race theory.  To interrogate the conflict between the self and the 
other (Gordon, 1997), researching the self in relation to others and engaging critical reflections and 
representations is confronting (Milner, 2007), and promoting guilt that induces resistance to engage.  
As Dei (2008) reminds us, Indigenous knowledge does / should not afford to subscribe to the luxury 
of independence of scholarship from politics and activism, as those who engage embrace the project 
from both personal and professional set of political beliefs. 
 
With respect to the political structure and power that resides with the university, our analysis returns 
to the field of scholarship. We concur with Milner (2007) with the standpoint inclusive of 
‘understanding interest convergence’. Although pioneered by Indigenous scholars, the project of 
decolonising curriculum through embedding Indigenous knowledge and perspectives  rests on the 
capacity of those who hold the power in institutions who can constitute such curriculum 
transformation.  While universities empower scholars to create space for change, and there is the 
goodwill of academics to see that institutions engage in ‘addressing Indigenous disadvantage’, the 
capacity of such powerful people to recognise and alter their systems of privilege in knowledge of the 
other remains a major hurdle. 
 
Decolonising the university curricula demands a shift in Western-oriented system of knowledge.  It 
requires those who engage in the struggle, both Indigenous and non-Indigenous scholars, to move 
beyond critique of Eurocentricsm, but begin with a deep interrogation of the self as starting point, 
understand their own interest in their reference to the other. Decolonising curriculum, re-bordering 
knowledge may hold some hope in addressing empowerment and emancipation for Indigenous 





Situating embedding Indigenous perspective and decolonising curricula alongside a broader 
international agenda of critical race theory in education represents new possibility in education for 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples. We stress that EIP projects do not reside within critical race 
theory.  Indigenous knowledge and Indigenous perspectives is transdisciplinary concept and lived, 
holistic practice, informed by Indigenous epistemologies and ontologies. Like critical race theory, EIP 
has gained momentum from a variety of civil and Indigenous rights platforms, such as the 
Reconciliation Movement in Australia, but it remains driven by Indigenous priorities such as cultural 
survival and protection and rights to land. 
 
By speaking to the academy within a framework of critical race theory, we aim to demystify EIP and 
generate a shared sense of responsibility and urgency amongst like-minded networks. EIP is not the 
preserve or responsibility of only Indigenous people – it is the political, personal, and reformative 
professional practice of all educators.  It’s emancipatory intent, future and action – oriented goals is 
highly problematic, compact with resistance and ambivalence of both those who and engage in the 
process and the recipients on the project. 
 
Lastly, locating these discussions of EIP alongside critical race theory reinforces Dei’s (2007) timely 
reminder that we should not subscribe to the luxury of independence of scholarship from politics and 
activism.  We must create a learning and teaching space to legitimise politics in the intellectual / 
academic realm (Dei, 2008, p. 10).  Re-imagining the curriculum through Indigenous knowledge and 
perspectives through critical race theory and perspectives scholarship is a political stance, and 
reminders all of us that we have a stake in the addressing Indigenous empowerment, emancipation 
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